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ABSTRACT

Remembrance in the Living Room is a Jewish-Israeli social initiative
providing an intimate format for commemoration on the eve of
Holocaust Martyrs and Heroes Remembrance day, in the privacy of
people’s homes. This initiative, which was launched in 2011 soon
overshadowed other alternative ceremonies. The article analyses
the way these gatherings diﬀer from the performative acts of
canonical and alternative ceremonies and suggests new strategies
for audience engagement. These gatherings alter the role of the
public and transform individuals from passive spectators into
agents of Holocaust memory who represent various perspectives,
themes, and insights. Its success indicates that this new
performativity is reviving the fading interest of Jewish-Israelis
(especially the younger generations) in the Holocaust Martyrs
and Heroes Remembrance Day ceremonies thus creating a
contemporary Israeli version of the pledge to ‘never forget’.
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Oﬃcial ceremonies marking Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day (Yom
haZikaron laShoa velaGvura) are part of the Israeli canonical memory.1 Held every
year on the Jewish date of 23 Nissan, they take place on the eve of Holocaust Martyrs’
and Heroes’ Remembrance Day, as well as during the actual day. During the 1990s,
new, unoﬃcial type of ceremonies began taking shape in tandem with the oﬃcial ceremonies. These alternative ceremonies are a part of a wider change in Holocaust commemoration and awareness which began in the 1980s.2 In 2011, a new type of
gathering dubbed Remembrance in the Living Room [Zikaron baSalon] was launched. It
provides an intimate format for commemoration in the privacy of people’s homes. This
social initiative rapidly became an Israeli phenomenon and laid the groundwork for a
new Israeli tradition enacted on the eve of Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance
Day.
This article analyses this under-researched phenomenon. It argues that it represents a
third phase in Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day ceremonies in Israel.
The ﬁrst two parts of the article discuss the two initial phases: the early decades, in
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which only oﬃcial Israeli ceremonies existed, and the period extending from the late
1990s, when alternative ceremonies began to appear. In reviewing the latter phase, I
focus on the alternative ceremony held in the Tmuna Theatre, which became the main
alternative venue on Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance eve until 2012,
when Remembrance in the Living Room began to expand. The central focus of the
article is on the third stage - an analysis of Remembrance in the Living Room gatherings:
their motives, structure, narratives, and the response of the participants. It addresses the
way these gatherings break with traditional canonical and alternative ceremonies by providing a new type of performativity. Instead of ceremonies based on ‘actors’ and ‘spectators’, these gatherings turn the attendees into speakers, actors, and creators of memory. In
so doing, these gatherings reﬂect the new era of consumer culture and social media, which
have shifted from a top-down distribution to a bottom-up participatory and dialogical
model making individuals the drivers for shaping, constructing and transferring knowledge, emotions and opinions. This new performativity is reviving Jewish-Israelis’ fading
interest (especially the younger generations) in the Holocaust Martyrs and Heroes
Remembrance Day ceremonies thus creating a contemporary Israeli version of the
pledge to ‘never forget’.

Oﬃcial ceremonies on Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day
Attempts to theorize performance date back to the beginning of the 1920s, when eﬀorts
were made to establish a new discipline of theater and ritual studies.3 Researchers
engaged with the connections between text, physical presence, and speciﬁc place and
time in the creation of a performance.
In the 1950s, John Langshaw Austin coined the term ‘performative’ as part of his theory
of speech acts.4 According to Austin, performativity is the combination of a speech act and
non-linguistic conditions. A performative utterance always addresses a community represented by the people present in a given situation, and can therefore be regarded as
the performance of a social act. It can also exhibit elements of ritual and spectacle. In cultural philosophy, especially in the late 1980s, the term ‘performative’ was viewed diﬀerently and was related to bodily acts such as in Judith Butler’s work.5 Both Austin and
Butler claim that the performative contains elements of performance.6
James E. Young noted that Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day in Israel
is staged as a performance through ceremonies, various expressions of mourning, and a
siren during which the public stands at attention.7 Memorial ceremonies are important
‘memory sites’ in the process of national identity construction, in that they endorse the
main socio-political-ideological perceptions of a group.8 The ceremonies, with their
repetitive narratives, are performative actions and serve as an eﬀective tool for structuring
a society’s worldview. Through these formal observances, the national memory of events,
people, and processes are structured, with the aim of uniting the group around collective
content. Ceremonies propose a subjective interpretation of history, by emphasizing certain
content and themes while ignoring others, in order to merge with a society’s ideology and
the guiding principles with which it seeks to shape and deﬁne itself.9
Ceremonies to commemorate the Holocaust have been held on Holocaust Martyrs’ and
Heroes’ Remembrance Day (and the preceding evening) since the 1950s but only coalesced
to a standard format after the Eichmann trial (1961). The oﬃcial ceremonies are held at
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Yad Vashem, Israel’s main memorial to the Holocaust and also at other Holocaust
museums and memorial sites, schools, the IDF (Israel Defense Forces) and other institutions and places throughout Israel.10
In an analysis of Holocaust performance at memorial sites in Germany and Poland,
Bryoni Trezise noted that visitors are invited to combine moments where they ‘feel like’
a Holocaust victim, and ‘feel for’ that victim.11 This combination was, and remains, the
basis of canonical Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day ceremonies in
Israel. The performative acts in these ceremonies have remained very similar over the
years. Many ceremonies begin with the lighting of six memorial candles, commemorating
the six million Jews murdered in the Holocaust, followed by the lowering of the national
ﬂag to half-mast, to symbolize mourning. Prayers for the dead are recited [for example, the
Yizkor prayer and the El Malei Rahamim prayer. Some also say Kaddish (Jewish mourners’
prayer)]. The ceremonies consist of Holocaust survivors’ testimonies, spoken texts and
performances of melancholy music, dance, or dramatic segments. The texts are generally
taken from Holocaust survivors’ testimonies or documents written during the Holocaust,
and relate the impossible struggle against the Nazis. Other texts highlight the importance
of the Jewish State as the antithesis to the past and emphasize the Zionist lessons of the
Holocaust and the metamorphosis from Holocaust to revival. The ceremonies always
end with the singing of Hatikvah, Israel’s national anthem. These ceremonies represent
the communication archetype of a top-down distribution model in that the audience
sits quietly and watches, taking part as observers. Conventionally, the spectators do not
comment, interact with the performances, and are forbidden to applaud.

Alternative ceremonies on Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance
Day
These canonical ceremonies and their reiteration constitute a ‘closed system for producing
knowledge’ as do many Holocaust representations described by Vivian Patraka. She
however argues that ‘the goneness of the Holocaust can never be a ﬁxed set of norms
or a closed narrative’.12 After the constitutive stage of nation-building through state
symbols, in the 1980s Israel began to transition to an era of multiple narratives, some
of which were subversive. These changes were mirrored in many cultural arenas as well
as in Holocaust commemoration in general,13 and Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’
Remembrance Day in particular.14
The ﬁrst alternative ceremonies were held in 1999 at the Tmuna theater in Tel-Aviv and
at Beit Lehiot Holon.15 Since then, many alternative ceremonies have been held in other
locations in Tel Aviv and other cities in Israel.16 These ceremonies reject the NationalZionist features of the oﬃcial commemorations and instead spotlight individual voices,
stories, and views that are not represented in oﬃcial ceremonies. Sahara Blau, the
creator of the Tmuna ceremony, which became the best known alternative ceremony,
says that she started this initiative because she was upset by the fact that in the 1990s
most of her friends spent Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance eve watching
rented videos unrelated to the subject, did not tune into the national TV Holocaustthemed broadcasting and did not attend the ceremonies.17
The alternative ceremonies renounce the national-Zionist aspects of the oﬃcial ceremonies but still preserve a rigid structure. For example, in Tmuna, after the organizer’s
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opening address, ten speakers representing diﬀerent facets of contemporary Israeli culture
(such as artists, musicians, and journalists) give monologues. One after the other, the
speakers take to the stage, each presenting an original, personal perspective on the Holocaust and its impact on their lives and the lives of other Israelis. Between each monologue,
the sound of a train rattling down the tracks is heard. The organizer delivers the closing
address at the end of the ﬁfty-minute ceremony. By refraining from dealing with the Holocaust as an historic event and concentrating on its eﬀect on the Israeli present, the Tmuna
ceremonies extended the scope of Holocaust commemoration. The central monologues
delivered at the Tmuna theater ceremonies express key recurring themes, such as the
impact of the Holocaust on the younger generation, ethnicity and the Holocaust, Holocaust and genocide, and the politicization of the Holocaust in Israel.18 The memory
agents are usually younger, more diverse than the speakers in the oﬃcial ceremonies.
Nevertheless, the structure of the ceremony still replicate the top-down distribution
model of the canonical ceremonies, and the audience does not take an active part in constructing the content. As in the mainstream ceremonies they sit and listen.19
In 2015 and 2016 fewer people attended the Tmuna ceremony primarily because the
ceremony became increasingly more radical in its left-wing perspective which alienated
many people. At the same time the huge success of the Remembrance in the Living
Room ceremonies began attracting a large portion of Tmuna’s audience.20 In 2017, the
founders announced they would no longer hold this type of ceremony but nevertheless
relaunched it in 2018. Alternative ceremonies nowadays have become an integral part
of the memorial day, but in the last seven years many Jewish-Israelis have abandoned
them for Remembrance in the Living Room, which has re-shaped the way Holocaust commemoration is enacted.

Remembrance in the Living Room
The Remembrance in the Living Room initiative began in 2011. Adi Altschuler, the initiator
of the project, is a social entrepreneur. In 2002, she founded Krembo Wings, Israel’s ﬁrst
and only youth movement for children with special needs.21 In 2014, when she was 27, she
was named a ‘Next Generation Leader’ by TIME magazine for her role in building communities of kindness.22 Currently she is engaged in creating a new type of school which
will facilitate the mainstreaming of students with special needs into the regular state educational system.
Altschuler says that she started Remembrance in the Living Room as a response to her
experience on Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day in 2010. Working hard
that day, she completely forgot about it, until she heard sad songs playing on the radio on
her drive home. At the invitation of her mother, Altschuler went to the ceremony in the
Cameri Theatre, where she noticed that she was ‘the only one attending who was below the
age of ﬁfty’.23 It was then that she began to realize that her generation was becoming
detached from the day.24
The following year, Altschuler and her partner Nadav Ambon decided to organize a
social encounter on Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance eve in their living
room: an intimate evening where people could gather and discuss the Holocaust in a
freer and lighter atmosphere, which would include beer and snacks. They sent invitations
to twenty of their friends. To their surprise, forty people attended, including many people
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they did not know. They listened to the testimony of Holocaust survivor Hana Gofrit,
played instruments and sang, and afterwards, held a discussion on the trauma, that
included asking how future generations would remember the Holocaust. Altschuler
noted that the evening was very moving for everyone and, when it ended, it was
obvious that they should share this experience with others in the future.25
Altschuler contacted other well-known young public ﬁgures in Israel, told them about
the new initiative and asked them to host gatherings in their living rooms. Many agreed. In
2012, Remembrance in the Living Room took place in 20 private homes in Israel.26 Since
then, the word has spread. In 2015, 150,000 people took part in 1,500 events; in 2016, it
had grown to half a million in gatherings in Israel and abroad,27 and in 2017 more
than 750,000 people attended.28 The gatherings have been held not only in private
homes,29 but also in boarding schools, social clubs, prisons, in the communities of
asylum seekers from Africa, women’s shelters, addiction treatment centers, and other
locations. The Department of Education recommended that high school students take
part in these evenings and the President of Israel, Reuven Rivlin, held a Remembrance
in the Living Room gathering in the presidential residence.30
Prior to the Remembrance in the Living Room initiative, ceremonies were held in
public arenas, where food and drink were completely forbidden and even considered
as cheapening the event. Remembrance in the Living Room moved these gatherings
from the public sphere into the private sphere, turned them intimate, more casual and
interactive, and added snacks and beers, which was considered borderline blasphemy
when dealing with Holocaust Remembrance.31 In Israeli ceremonial terms this was a
revolution.
Although the initiators were a group in their twenties and thirties who were worried
that their generation’s connection to the day was weakening, it quickly became clear
that this project was attracting men and women of various ages and various groups representing right-wingers and left-wingers, the secular and the religious, Ashkenazim and Mizrahim. In today’s conﬂicted and divided Israeli society, Remembrance in the Living Room
has emerged as an initiative that can connect Jewish groups, and represents a consensus
across the Jewish-Israeli spectrum.
The ‘open code’
Elin Diamond deﬁned performance as the place in which concealed or dissimulated conventions are investigated and as the site where performativity materializes as an outcome
of a negotiation between a ‘doing’ (a reiteration of norms) and a ‘thing done’ (discursive
conventions that frame our interpretation).32 According to Patraka, ‘a thing done’ is a
system of beliefs and presuppositions that has taken on authority and become a hegemonic
mode of understanding. The absoluteness of the thing done weighs heavily on any ‘doing’
in the Holocaust performative.33
Remembrance in the Living Room emerged from the realization that the ‘thing done’
was no longer enough (not only the canonical Holocaust conventions and ceremonies,
but also the alternative ceremony conventions). Their ‘thing done’ represents a change
in performative acts, while still being inspired by the narratives of Holocaust Martyrs’
and Heroes’ Remembrance Day ceremonies. These gatherings, whose content and
shape diﬀer greatly from canonical and alternative ceremonies share the view that
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social gatherings on Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Day are an important
practice of identity formation, although diﬀering in their views on how this should be
achieved.
The founders refer to their project as a ‘social initiative,’ and to the convergence in the
living rooms as ‘gatherings’ or as ‘evenings’ to show that these are not ‘regular’ alternative
ceremonies.34 They encourage people to either host or join a neighborhood group. The
hosts and participants sign up via a Facebook page, or on the project’s website.35 Altschuler and her associates do not impose a uniﬁed format on the gatherings. They refer to
Remembrance in the Living Room as an ‘open code’; in other words, they supply a framework people can use in diﬀerent ways. On their website and Facebook page, they make
suggestions as to how the evening should be conducted. It divides the evening into
three parts: testimony, expression and discussion.
Part one: testimony
The ﬁrst part of the evening is centered around the testimony of a Holocaust survivor, a
second-generation member who speaks about his or her parents, or third-generation
Holocaust survivors who talk about their grandparents.36 For this part the organizers
also suggest inviting experts and academics to lecture ‘and have direct face-to-face
conversations.’37
This part may appear to resemble canonical ceremonies in which survivors come on
stage and talk. But in fact, the sphere in which the testimony is performed (in the living
room) and the ability of the participants to ask questions afterward (a dialogical mode)
changes the experience. In questionnaires the initiators distributed to hosts and participants after the 2014–2016 ceremonies, to learn more about the strengths and weaknesses
of the gatherings, that I have analysed, the participants remarked on this change. The word
‘unmediated’ appears several times in the questionnaires, which explained how sitting so
close to the survivor, who is not obligated to provide a speciﬁc narrative, completely
changed the experience of listening to a testimony: ‘It was very touching for many of us
to sit so close to a survivor, knowing that this is a generation that is disappearing. To
hear it straight from him.’ The attendees stated that the intimate atmosphere and the
fact that the people in the living room are really interested in participating in the commemoration changes the experience of listening: ‘The dynamics are diﬀerent in a small
intimate encounter’; and the ‘last time I sat down so close to a Holocaust survivor and
heard his story was in ﬁfth grade’.38
The ability to engage in a conversation with the survivor and ask questions is very
diﬀerent from testimonies heard from afar in oﬃcial ceremonies. This turns the testimony
part of the evening into a ‘conversation’, and a personally lived experience. The questionnaires revealed that this dialogical component was highly important to the participants:
‘The chance to sit together with the survivor, ask questions, feel the atmosphere of the
story in real time was very powerful’ and: ‘I believe that many of us had the opportunity
to hear evidence before but there is rarely an opportunity for a conversation and discussions with the survivor.’39
Most of the responses to this part of the evening were very enthusiastic40 despite the
inevitable problems. The survivors who come to talk are not always public speakers
who know how to address an audience. They do not prepare written speeches and are
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not limited to a several minutes as is the case in the canonical ceremonies. Sometimes the
survivor can be incoherent, confused, talk about other things (one survivor talked about
his divorce) or does not stop talking (‘It was very hard to try to stop the survivor. They
don’t know how to stay within the time limits’).41 Some of the interviewees suggested
that there should be a preliminary conversation with the survivor, to ‘adjust expectations.’42 On another occasion, a Holocaust survivor felt insulted because as he was
telling his tragic life story members of the audience were eating in front of him or texting.43
Part two: art
The second part of the evening is called ‘Free your mind’ and involves artistic creation. The
participants are invited to express their feelings and emotions through singing, dancing,
poetry reading, painting, storytelling, or drama. The organizers suggest that this part of
the evening should be a spontaneous medley of the voices of the attendees. They advise
the hosts to tell the guests to bring something personal they can share, but their website
also provides examples of ‘inspiring texts’ that can be read, including poetry, prose,
letters, and meaningful quotes. It also gives links to songs, including sheet music and
lyrics.44
The website also recommends a communal creation ‘like in art therapy’.45 The hosts
can prepare a shared creation space in advance, distribute paper and art materials
(paints, brushes, etc.), and invite participants to express their feelings and thoughts
through art. Alternatively they can decide on a speciﬁc theme (e.g. women in the Holocaust, childhood, or hope). Another option is to conduct a short workshop on creative
writing. The founders suggest that the hosts can select a text (from the testimony in the
ﬁrst part of the evening, or from any other text), and ask the guests to respond to that
text. For example, they can write a short letter to the Holocaust survivor who shared
their story and tell him/her about their feelings. Another alternative is to form a
‘prayer circle’ which involves selecting a text from the Jewish tradition or a sacred
mantra, or anything else that will enable participants ‘to open their hearts and let
their spiritual energies ﬁll the room.’ Another suggestion is to write a joint text together
that combines the attendees’ thoughts, feelings and prayers.46
Attendees indicated in the questionnaire that they enjoy this part47 but Altschuler notes
that it is the most problematic part of the evening because it is unstructured. ‘Testimony is
an understandable subject, as is discussion. Sharing through art can be confusing and
sometimes even embarrassing. People sometimes don’t know what to do’. To deal with
this issue, some hosts asked for much more precise instructions on the website, and
even suggested recruiting a pool of artists that the hosts could invite to jumpstart this
part of the evening.48
Part three: discussion
The third part of the evening consists of open discussions which enable the participants to
voice their opinions and listen to others. The initiators suggest that the hosts should decide
on a topic and even prepare some questions in advance that can help start the discussion,
but there are no rules. On the website, they list themes for discussion, but also state that
each gathering can create its own.49
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The topics, although sometimes similar to those presented in the alternative ceremonies, are diﬀerent in that they are performed: these gatherings blur the distinction
between ‘actors’ and ‘audience’, and create a situation in which the attendees are both.
This active participation encourages critical awareness and produces new knowledge
and insights. The gatherings constitute a basis for discussion that can develop in multiple
ways that cannot be anticipated. The same theme can be discussed in diﬀerent living
rooms, and in each gathering the debate takes on a diﬀerent form. The suggested
themes for discussion are very wide and include lessons to be learned from the Holocaust,
changes that have occurred over the years in Holocaust commemoration, the Holocaust as
compared to other genocides, the way the Holocaust has aﬀected Jewish-Israeli identity in
the past and in the present, the future of Holocaust commemoration, the relationship
between the establishment of Israel and the Holocaust, the ﬂourishing of Holocaust
humor in the last few decades, educational trips to Poland, and others. For each theme,
the host suggests questions to encourage discussion.50
The responses to this third part as indicated in the questionnaires, have mostly been
very enthusiastic. Attendees see it as a unique instance that enables them to talk and
hear a range of opinions which enriches their perspective on the subject: ‘A great platform
for discourse which doesn’t appear in other ceremonies’;51 and ‘I have rarely had the
chance to participate in such a meaningful discussion. It is very interesting hearing
diﬀerent opinions and opening up to other perspectives.’52 Others said that the discussion
enabled them ‘to challenge the conventional perspectives regarding the Holocaust’.53
For example, in a gathering that took place in Berlin with Jewish-Israelis and
Germans, the Germans talked about the way they deal with their history. One 29year-old described how he found out about his family’s Nazi past. Others mentioned
the fear that Nazi genes might have been passed down to them. A young Israeli said
that until then he had never dared ask his German friends about their family histories.
Another Israeli said that we must forgive and communicate with the Germans. During
the hours of conversation, the attendees also discussed broader issues, such as other
atrocities and genocides in the contemporary world and the intervention, or lack
thereof, of world communities, and especially Israel. The gathering, which was very
intense at the beginning, became increasingly more open as the hours went by. It
became a fruitful chaos of opinions, expressed through mutual respect.54
This feedback, especially from teenagers, highlights the signiﬁcance of the participatory
nature of these gatherings. For example, in 2016 there were 6, 000 living rooms in which
teens conducted Remembrance in the Living Room gatherings,55 and received laudatory
reviews in teen online magazines and questionnaires distributed at these evenings.56
The Remembrance in the Living Room site makes available a special kit for hosting teenagers, which explains to teenagers that they should not be intimidated by the subject, and
can host and attend a successful evening.57 Teens mentioned the importance of dialogue as
‘a thing that seldom happens in school’.58 Some stated that school ceremonies, which are
often similar to the structure and narrative of the state canonical ceremonies, are too
overly structured and do not respond to their needs. Rather, the structure of Remembrance
in the Living Room is powerful, interesting, and even enjoyable, and will help preserve
Holocaust memory in the future.59 ‘When it becomes personal, the responses are more
profound and deep’ an attendee stated.60 In another gathering, the participants said
that they left only when they realized that they would miss the last bus home.
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The evening did not end with deﬁnitive conclusions about the lessons of the Holocaust …
there were diﬀerent opinions on the various subjects. But we left with one thing: the knowledge that we are doing something to remember and that we can discuss the Holocaust ourselves without teachers, and outside of school, without anybody forcing you to sit and listen.61

Nevertheless, this part can fail to achieve its goal. Hosts and attendees sometimes complained in their responses to the questionnaires that discussions can veer away from the
Holocaust to political or other concerns. For example, in one gathering, the host’s grandmother talked about her mother’s faith during the Holocaust, but in the discussion that
followed, a man of Moroccan descent spoke about the Israeli melting pot and the way
it hurt his family, and a newcomer from the USA talked about the absorption process.62
Sometimes attendees ﬁnd it hard to deal with other people’s opinions about the
‘lessons’ of the Holocaust in the present. At times people left in the middle because
they could not deal with opinions different from their own.63 Others noted that when
there are too many people (over 20) the discussion becomes complicated because it is
hard to let everyone talk.64
The gatherings last between two and a half to three hours. The ﬁrst part of the testimony is occasionally ﬁlmed, and the initiators have created a bank of ﬁlmed testimonies. The second and third parts are deliberately not ﬁlmed, because the initiators feel
that a camera would intimidate the attendees and not allow for the free, intimate
environment.65

Holocaust performance and participatory art in the gatherings
Theater models which deal with performance have destabilized the dichotomies between
actors and spectators. Theater researcher Fischer-Lichte who examined the shifting
relationship between actors and spectators argued that the audience is not a distant or
passive observer, but actually participates in the play. This is exempliﬁed by the physical
presence, perception, and response of the audience, not only towards the actors, but also
towards each other.66 In Remembrance in the Living Room gatherings, the attendees are
simultaneously observers, actors, creators, and the bearers of collective memory. These
gatherings thus tend to cancel out the diﬀerences between artists and spectators and
between actors and co-actors, and turn them into a dialogue in which the participants
are equal partners in the creation and transmission of knowledge, feelings and
opinions.67
One major diﬀerence between oﬃcial ceremonies and the Alternative ceremonies, as
compared to Remembrance in the Living Room is the question of ‘silence’ versus
‘speech’. In the oﬃcial and Tmuna ceremonies, audiences are usually required to listen
and be silent. In Remembrance in the Living Room this practice is completely overturned
since the guests are speakers, who voice their opinions and feelings. The performative
nature of the gathering resides in the sense of empowerment it gives to participants
who are being heard.
In her book Artiﬁcial Hells, Claire Bishop gives examples of the many types of artistic
collectives worldwide (including educational projects). Bishop calls them ‘participatory
art’ because people constitute the central artistic medium and material. Participatory art
tends to value what is invisible: the group dynamic, social situations, a change of
energy, or raised consciousness. In participatory art, the artist is considered to be less of
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an individual producer of discrete objects and more as a collaborator and producer of situations, while the audience, rather than being a ‘viewer’ or ‘beholder,’ is now repositioned as
a co-producer or participant.68
In this sense, Remembrance in the Living Room gatherings can be seen as ‘participatory
art’, since these encounters constitute a communal experience in which all of participants
can be performers or storytellers, and can play, sing, or perform their feelings and beliefs in
any chosen way. It is a collaboration of authorship and spectatorship.69 The gathering, as a
whole, is a pedagogical project composed of individuals, and the way in which they choose
to perform their thoughts, knowledge and feelings toward various Holocaust-related
topics informs their acts of art and speech.
According to Bishop, participatory art aims to put pressure on conventional modes of
artistic production and consumption. Participatory engagement tends to be expressed
most forcefully in the live encounter between embodied actors in particular contexts.70
The three-phase structure of the gatherings points to the role of the body as transmitter
of memory, an issue which has been debated in performance theories.71 Diana Taylor
has called it ‘the repertoire’: a set of performances which are transmitted through a
non-archival system of transfer or an embodiment which constitutes a system of learning,
storing, and transmitting knowledge.72 In Patraka’s work on the United States Holocaust
Museum in Washington D.C., she notes that since the critical actors [i.e. the Jews during
the Holocaust] are gone, it is instead ‘the museum-goers … who constitute the live, performing bodies. The practice is such that they rehearse with their bodies … the immeasurability of the loss, and in doing so, perform acts of reinterpretation’.73 Trezise builds on
Patraka’s notion of the ‘Holocaust performative’ to emphasize how histories of the Holocaust are mediated through contexts which enable bodies to feel the pasts of others.74 In
Remembrance in the Living Room gatherings, the attendees’ bodies ‘feel’ the past of the
Jews, reﬂect on it, reinterpret it and recount it.
Bishop often refers to examples of groups that engage in participatory art as a response
to economic and political governmental actions.75 Likewise, Remembrance in the Living
Room can be viewed not merely as a reaction to stultifying canonical and alternative ceremonies in which the audience is an observer, but as a much wider retaliation against the
‘lessons of the Holocaust’ which have been narrowed down, especially in the last decade, to
the Arab-Muslim-Nazi equation (and especially the Iran-Nazi equation) in the canonical
ceremony at Yad Vashem,76 and to the divergent, political, extreme-left ideas of the IDF
soldiers as Nazis in the Tmuna ceremonies.77 The living room gatherings enable multiple
contradictory opinions to be heard in the same space in a spontaneous way, in contrast to
the closed narrative of the other ceremonies. The range of questions allow participants to
deal with subjects in a more profound, and divergent way that leaves many questions open,
and does not seek to provide deﬁnitive answers to the complex issues raised.

The tension between success and lack of control
The responses to the questionnaires handed out to the participants by the organizers have
mostly been very positive.78 In 2014, the 42 hosts who took the questionnaire were unanimous about the success and importance of the evening and said that they would make it
an annual tradition. In 2014, 137 guests completed the questionnaire and stated that the
testimony and the discussion part were very meaningful to them.79 In 2015, out of the 377
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respondents who ﬁlled in the questionnaire the vast majority stated it was a very meaningful experience for them and that they would like to host a gathering the coming year
as well.80 The most frequent expressions in the questionnaires were ‘meaningful’ and
‘powerful’.81
In addition to the problems speciﬁcally related to the three parts of the evening respondents also mentioned technical problems with the site,82 and asked for more help in organizing the evening for the generation that is not part of the digital world (‘wasn’t born to
Facebook’).83 Hosts asked for more suggestions for the intermissions.84 Others suggested
that a preliminary conversation with the attendees would be useful so that the structure
and goals would be understood by everyone. 85
Altschuler considers that the initiative’s main strong point, which makes each gathering
unique and unexpected is also its Achilles’ heel, since it can lead to a lack of control. ‘The
intimacy of the encounter accounts for its success, but the “everything is possible” method
can also cause problems’.86 The initiators and the hosts have minimal control over what
will happen in the living room, and the direction the discussion will take. Since the participants become active actors in constructing the commemoration, this can lead to
conﬂicts or misunderstandings. For example, Altschuler described a ceremony that took
place in Berlin and involved Jewish-Israelis who had immigrated there and the second
and third generations of the perpetrators. The Israelis who organized it asked to discuss
forgiveness and moving on. They sang together ‘It’s a new dawn, it’s a new day’,87 and
the Israelis comforted the perpetrators’ oﬀspring. Altschuler’s brother, who attended,
told her that this ceremony denigrated the memory of the Holocaust. Altschuler has
expressed concern that there may be incidents attracting right wing radical groups.
‘What if the “lesson” of the evening is that the Arabs are Nazis, or the Jewish-Israelis
are the new Nazis and the conclusion will be that it must be treated with violence? I
have no control over it’. In spite of all these risks, she still believes in the need for this
initiative, saying that without it many people will not commemorate the Holocaust on
that day at all. Given the choice between these dangers and doing, she prefers doing.88

Remembrance in the Living Room as a reﬂection of the social media
revolution
According to Popescu’s and Schult’s notion of new participatory modes of Holocaust commemoration, these gatherings can be seen as civic-led memorial practices for ordinary
people, who become active partners in commemoration. As such, the attendees ‘move
beyond mere spectatorship and are invited to endorse active subject positions as performers of memory.’89 In my view, the success of Remembrance in the Living Room gatherings may be due to the fact that the initiators have a profound grasp of the technological
revolution of the Internet, especially social networks, which have changed the way people
perceive themselves and want to involve themselves in the political-cultural structure of
society. These changes have created the need for gatherings which echo contemporary
web-based society.
Practically and technologically, the Remembrance in the Living Room’s website and
YouTube channel play major roles in planning the evenings and addressing issues. The
YouTube channel features songs, video clips, and scenes from ﬁlms who present the Holocaust in various ways. The project’s website suggests that the hosts screen these selections
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during the third part of the evening to enrich the discussion. The website contains texts
that can be read, and suggestions for questions the hosts can ask to stimulate discussion.
Mainly, the way in which the evening is designed is aﬀected by the world of social
media, which is a dialogical, interactive zone in which participants share, create, and transform knowledge and opinions. Research has revealed the complex and diverse eﬀects of
digital social media and participatory media on peoples’ habits, actions, and beliefs.
These media involve the shift from a top-down distribution model of knowledge and
opinions to a horizontal model. In this new model, the circulation of content is increasingly driven by audiences who share, comment, critique, reframe and remix the
content. Social media oﬀers a new route for civic participation, in which everyone is
able to express opinions and participate in debates. In my opinion, Remembrance in the
Living Room can be seen as part of a technological change that has transferred power
to individuals: the ‘ordinary citizens’ who are directly involved in the circulation of
memory.
Moreover, as Altschuler notes, the alienated society in which we live increases people’s
need for intimacy and community. This is broader than Holocaust commemoration. The
living room creates something simple and accessible, in terms of production and attendance. Even though there is testimony, and the Holocaust is discussed, people do not relate
to it as a rehashing of canonical ceremonies. Rather they see it as a social, intimate community encounter, that everyone can design in his/her own way. ‘We’ve made Holocaust
commemorations cool even though they deal with such a diﬃcult subject’.90 Thus, the
success of these gatherings reﬂects how a new digital and consumer culture has reshaped the Holocaust commemoration culture in Israel.

Conclusion
Remembrance in the Living Room gatherings undermine the performativity of the two previous formats of Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance eve ceremonies, and
enable new performative strategies of audience engagement to emerge. These gatherings
have changed the face of Holocaust ceremonial performance in Israel by altering the
role of the public and embedding social media into the world of ritual, in which the performative modes had become frozen and stagnant. They propose a participatory distribution model in which the attendees move beyond being objects of collective memory
and become active subjects and performers of memory. The performativity enacted
during the three phases of the evening and which transforms individuals from passive
spectators into Holocaust memory agents, produces new knowledge, encourages critical
thinking, and rekindles the pledge to ‘never forget’, especially among the younger generations, who are less interested in top-down performative ceremony models. They expand
the range of participatory options in Holocaust commemoration, thus constituting a new
arena of recollection, and a grassroots inﬂuence on the shaping and performing of Holocaust awareness for the future.91 In a society such as Israel that is suﬀused in intense Holocaust awareness,92 these are political acts.
Remembrance in the Living Room is still a new phenomenon. It remains unclear how
long it will last or how it will transform. However, it has reshaped the major performative
concepts that have dominated Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance eve ceremonies and created a new Israeli tradition of Holocaust commemoration.
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